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Reese: Roderick Mead

Roderick Mead

By A l bert Reese
in his weekly column "Speaking of Books," J.
Donald Adams, the perspicacious and always interesting
critic of the New York Times} observed of the Southwest
that it "has until now outstripped its northern neighbors; not
only in fiction, but in poetry as well, it has produced more outstanding work." Perhaps the same comment may be applied with
equal justice to the art of the Southwest. \Vhen one considers the
men and women who have established their reputations in this
area one has little hesitation in saying that they have not only succeeded in putting the Southwest on the artistic map, but in painting as well as in the graphic media have elevated a regional art
into one of national importance.
One of the printmakers who has been instrumental in bringing this about is Roderick Mead. Mead is a painter too, but it is
his work as an engraver that concerns us here. Like most of his
colleagues (with the exception of Peter Hurd) -notably Howard
Cook. Barbara Latham. Gene Kloss. Agnes Tait, Ira Moskowitz,
and now Adja Yunkers-Mead is not a native of the Southwest; he
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was born in South Orange, New Jersey. But he had the sense or

good fortune to follow his s~r-or shall we say the sun?-to Carlsbad, New Mexico, the Pecos Valley region where in former and
more hectic days Billy the Kid shot his way to dubious fame. The
Kid and his sa\llgu~nary companions of the six-shooter have
passed into legend, bout the sky, the desert, and the sagebrush remain, and it is for these eternal elements that Mead has shown a
natural~affinity. We must not suppose, however, that Mead is a
literal or regional artist in the sense, for example, that Benton,
Curry and Wood are. For those who insist on a descriptive delineation of the landscape and the contours of hills and valleys,
Mead is not the man. But he has something far more important:
the imagination to visualize new concepts; the analytical power
to abstract the bare facts of reality and unify them into a new, a
creative work of art; in short, the ability to perceive things not as
they appear to the layman b~t as only the artist worthy of the
name can see them. It is this which, in the last analysis, is the artist's supreme justification for being.
Let us take, for instance, "The Wave and the Cliff," truly a
superb example of wood engraving in which the means employed
are expreSsive of the theme-the tumultous sea and the resistant
rock, a struggle as eternal and as old as earpt itself. Think of how
most artists would interpret this concept, and then see what
Mead has done with it-the forms simplified and abstracted,\but
intense and dramatic in their emotional appeal. It is a clash' of
opposing forces that gains new power and momentum when seen
with an artist's eye. To know what to choose, what to accentuate,
what to rearrange-since nature is seldom selective-and then to .
have the genius to integrate the component parts into a cohesive
whole: it is this which spells the difference between the artist and
the skilled craftsman. And yet how rich in value is the print, how
exciting in light and shade, how dynamic in movement! One
thinks of' the great Whirlpool of the Maelstrom in Edgar Allen
Poe's tale when "the mountain trembled to its very base, and the'
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rock rocked." Or of Swinburne's enchanting magic "Till the
slow sea rise and the sheer cliff crumble." Not that "The Wave
and the Cliff" is an illustrative print; we are sure that Mead had
no thought of Poe or Swinburne in mind; but shall we say that
a work of art is poorer for awakening connotations, for evoking
overtones that are part of our funded background? Of course not.
Let us not dismiss a picture as being literary simply because it
appeals to the literate. Else how would Rembrandt, Durer,
Blake, Delacroix, Daumier or Redon, artists who had the courage to look at life as well as literature, survive the vicissitudes of
taste, the whirligigs of passing aesthetic fancy?
Then there is the print of the "Sea Floor," that mysterious
realm where strange fish swim through stranger seas, and plants
unknown sway gently in the obscure deeps. Again the pattern
of light and shade, the coruscating swirls, the harmony of contrasting fOnDS that reveal a new world, a world more real-because more compelling-than reality itself. In the Fall of Icarus
we have a glowing version of an old theme. The movement and
weight of the body as it strikes the water are admirably expressed,
and the water itself a miracle of wood engraving. Strange that
water should occur in all these subjects, and indeed in so many
others-or is it so strange after all? As we said before Mead is not
a regional artist, except perhaps when he does an engraving like
the "Water Hole on the Range" (note the water again) , Qf the
"Carnival on the Plains," the last a glorious rendition of a merrygo-round, instinct with light and motion. But even in these the
regidnal aspect is never trite; if Mead does a cowboy or a steer it
is not·a hackneyed conception out of Remington or Russell but a
figure with a life, an artistic integrity, of its own. And how particularly true this is of the "Round Up:' without a doubt the
most original and absorbing interpretation of this subject it has
been our fortune to see. In it the range and all it connotes has
come of artistic stature. No longer is it necessary to sacrifice the
means in order to retain locale} or pictorial atmosphere. The
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same may be said. of the print done in Mexico, the "Fiesta at
Xochimilco," wh~e again the abstracted figures acquire a permanence more e~during because more vitally conceived than
reality itself. Nor can we overlook that perfectly delightful print
of the owls entitled "Eyes of the Night," in which while abstraction is not carried to the limits that Picasso sometimes carries the
dove, it is perhaps none the worse for that. For there is something
to be said for reality-be it ever so tenuous. It is a connecting,
perhaps a necessary, link without which language itself becomes
too personal to have a common denominator. Reality may be the
springboard from which. the artist takes wing, but woe betide if
he soar too high, for then we have nothing but chaos-the world
of sheer abstraction, that withered garden of Prosperine "where
no leaf blooms or blushes." Pure form~ like pure essence-or pure
anything-is intolerable; an alloy, an admixture of humauweakness if need be, is good for art in much the same way that it is
balm for the soul.
Perhaps it is in his copper rather than in his wood engraving
that Mead carries abstraction further, without at any time, however, divorcing his forms from their meaning. In the Desert
Fantasy, for example, we find a cadaver, an open shell of a desiccated horse, rooted like some strange desert growth in a world
that is not ours. A similar theme recurs in the limpid, rich and
technically beautiful "Conquistador (Florida)." Her~ too we
have an abstracted shell, this time of a fallen knight in mail, a
surrealistic image that unites the past and present in timeless
fantasy. Surrealism, in fact, is a phase that seems to interest
Mead as it has ~nterested others intrigued with the continuum of
time and space, that never ending conundrum which, defying
analysis, nevertheless pervades our entire being. It is a dream
world in which no clock strikes, and space itself stands frozen on
the brink of eternity. "Incident," a mixed engraving and etching,
is a page out of the Iliad in which several figures accoutered in
Homeric armor are locked in mortal combat. In its simplicity
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and rhythmical flow of line one is reminded of Braque's etchings
of the uTheogonie" of Hesiod. And qow omit mentioning the
plate of the uFabulous Birds," a conception straight from the artist's mind rather than from nature. Not even the Pterodactyl, or
the Archaeopteryx of the Jurassic age, could have looked like one
of these; but if there is anything in Whistler's dictum that nature
imitates art then we may be forgiven for believing that they
should have.
Mead, who has been a resident of the Southwest since 1940,
and fully intends to remain there, is obviously not insensitive to
the influences that have galvanized the world of art since Cezanne, Braque and Picasso. Modem art, which is merely traditional art brought up to date, is here to stay; what the contemporary artist does with it is fully as important as what it does to him.
Mead has been able to absorb the modem tradition without losing touch with his own background-with the Pecos Valley, that
microcosm which, visualized with ardor and imagination, can
encompass the world itself. He has succeeded in his quest which,
to quote his own words. "i~ to engrave or paint this locality and
the things around me without being strictly reportorial or illustrative.... In other words. I aim in an abstract way toward a universal art and eventually I hope to do something timeless."
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